
 
 

In 2020, only three weeks into a nationwide pandemic, much of America was grappling with a chilling 

threat to their health and their livelihood, working remotely if they could, masking up and going out if 

they could not, and watching the news for any insight into when the pandemic, and our isolation from our 

family, friends, and colleagues, would come to an end. In Congress, we were likewise adapting to 

working from home, hopeful that it could be a short time before we returned to the halls of Congress. 

Little did we know, in April 2020, that the pandemic would rage on for years, killing more than one 

million Americans, with hundreds still dying today. 

 At that time, I tasked the House Intelligence Committee to launch an investigation into how the 

Intelligence Community (IC) was postured to provide pandemic awareness, what role it played and what 

role it should play, and how it performed. I wanted answers on how the community handled the outset of 

the pandemic, and how we could be better prepared for the next one, which must surely come.  Had any 

terrorist attack cost the country so many lives lost, we would have moved mountains to prepare against its 

repetition. We should bring a like determination to protecting against an equally deadly disease outbreak.  

What our review found was that in 2020, the intelligence community was not well positioned or prepared 

to provide early warning and unique insights on the pandemic. One element of the intelligence 

community, the National Center for Medical Intelligence (NCMI), did admirable work and sounded an 

early alarm. But its position, sequestered away in the Defense Department, did not give it the high profile 

needed to command the attention of the broader intelligence community, the National Security Council or 

Congress. And once NCMI did get people’s attention, the Intelligence Community as a whole did not 

pivot quickly enough to train its unique assets at this deadly problem set.  

Nevertheless, by the end of January 2020, the intelligence community warnings were serious and getting 

more so every day, and its escalating alarms still failed to move the White House or President Trump. 

This report is focused on the intelligence successes and shortcomings during the pandemic, not the myriad 

policy failures. Nevertheless, by juxtaposing the private intelligence warnings, with the administration’s 

public disavowal of the seriousness of the virus, the report makes clear where responsibility for our poor 

outcomes lie, and where it does not. 

This was not our first serious pandemic of this century, and it will almost certainly not be the last. We 

have already experienced four deadly disease outbreaks in just two decades. But none has rocked the 

United States or the world like COVID, and it is our duty to look back and learn from our mistakes.  

For too long, the IC has operated in what the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) has 

aptly called a cycle of “crisis and complacency” when it comes to cross-border threats, particularly 

pandemics. After each “once-in-a-generation” event, there are calls for major investments and reforms, 

but the attention is often fleeting. And the promised investments and reforms fail to materialize.  

It is a pernicious cycle that we may be doomed to repeat, if we do not heed the warnings in this report. To 

President Biden and Director Haines’ credit, and at the strenuous urging of this Committee, changes are 

being made – slowly, but surely.  

It will be incumbent on Congress and the IC to make sure they continue. Only time will tell.  

***  



 
 

At the outset, it is important to note that the first warning signs of an emerging novel disease will almost 

always come from public health authorities and their unclassified reporting. At that point, intelligence can 

be a necessary and valuable complement, providing additional context about the potential threat once 

health authorities have detected it. The unique capabilities of the IC can be trained to focus on gaining 

specific insights unavailable to the broader public, especially when a host government wishes to conceal 

the true extent of the danger to its own citizens or the rest of the world. But while the IC is capable of 

doing so, our committee found that the IC was “poorly positioned to collect uniquely valuable intelligence 

in support of a crisis response.” 

 Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the IC’s focus on and funding of health security and pandemic 

warning was inconsistent, despite prior warnings from multiple previous Directors of National 

Intelligence of the ongoing threat posed by cross-border disease events. Ultimately, the IC suffered the 

same flaws as the rest of government in quickly responding to the pandemic when time was most 

precious, during the first weeks of January. Indeed, as the report describes, in the face of “frustration and 

anger” directed towards one intelligence briefer, they were simply “not structured” to provide the 

information on the developing pandemic. 

 By late January and early February, however, the IC was providing clear and consistent warning about a 

potential pandemic – including a classified briefing to the Intelligence Committee in mid-February – well 

in advance of former President Trump’s declaration of a national emergency on March 13, 2020. IC 

analysts, particularly those at NCMI “had much to be proud of in the work they did” in January after the 

first public reports of COVID emerged. And the former president’s statements that the IC described the 

virus in “a very non-threatening” way “simply does not match the record of intelligence analysis 

published in late January and February.” 

 Throughout the early weeks of the pandemic, “because the Intelligence Community did not pivot its 

clandestine collection quickly enough” it was not able to answer key questions from policymakers. The 

IC’s reporting throughout January “was based on open source reporting, diplomatic reporting,” and its 

own expert assessments were formed on the same basis. This was helpful, but far less than helpful than it 

could have been if resources were quickly trained on harder to obtain information.  

 The first IC activity the Committee was able to uncover was on December 31, 2019, when a NCMI 

analyst put a ProMED notice into its open-source tracking tool and considered whether it warranted a 

possible pandemic warning update. By late January, the “IC’s growing level of concern reflected in its 

intelligence assessments was not matched by the messaging emerging from the White House.” The IC 

issued its first formal Community-wide “tasking” to ramp up collection on January 29.  

According to a witness not present at the January 28 Oval Office meeting, former Deputy National 

Security Advisor Matthew Pottinger was “‘losing it’ when talking about the disease’s severity and trying 

to convince the President and those assembled that ‘this will be a really big thing.’” Indeed, written 

reporting from the IC at that time assessed the threat of the virus in increasingly dire terms. On January 

29, a warning about the virus appeared in an intelligence briefing to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, and on January 30, the CIA began to produce ‘executive updates’ on the virus, which are shorter 

intelligence products that demonstrate the CIA’s taking a potential crisis seriously.  



 
 

 By late January, “the divergence between the Intelligence Community’s late January conclusions and the 

former president’s rhetoric is striking.” The Committee believes several Presidential Daily Brief (PDB) 

articles about the virus had been written by this time, a conclusion reached despite the Executive Branch’s 

refusal to provide the PDB article themselves to the Committee. Warnings on the emerging crisis had 

been briefed several times to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. And in early February, “one element of the IC 

coordinated on a PDB piece that concluded that containment of the coronavirus is not likely.” The volume 

of IC products only increased in February, including a period where the virus was probably covered four 

days straight in the PDB and the IC warned of a “global crisis prior to May.” 

 The IC’s alarms to the White House and the former president were clear and unmistakable. And yet, in 

public messaging and in preparation for the impending impact, COVID was downplayed and steps that 

could have been taken to save lives were ignored.  

  

*** 

  

It is also worth noting what this report does not cover. The administration has conducted multiple reviews 

of the evidence as to the origins of the COVID virus, in a process that we have overseen. We do not have 

an independent source of intelligence that would allow us to reach a more definitive conclusion on this 

pivotal issue, than the ambiguous findings of the administration to date. But while we do not know 

whether the virus was the result of a lab accident or natural transmission, one thing is clear — a future 

pandemic could result from either phenomenon and we need to prepare against both, or against worse, an 

intentional release. We need to tighten our defenses and stay alert to all possible sources of infection and 

transmission.  

  

*** 

  

The Committee reached several core findings and produced a number of recommendations, some of 

which must remain classified. Importantly, we can share the following recommendations: 

 First, properly supporting the work of NCMI is an urgent intelligence need and should be a top priority” 

for the Intelligence Community. To this end, the Committee has consistently sought to increase and 

maintain resources for NCMI through the Intelligence Authorization Act (IAA). 

 Second, the Committee recommends the creation of a designated center in ODNI with a global health 

security mission. “By increasing the number of analysts writing on global health security, those analysts 

will help create more of a market for collection to feed their analysis – and by supporting global health 

security policymakers and demonstrating the value that intelligence collection will bring to them, that 

market will continue to deepen.”  



 
 

As an interim step, the Committee spearheaded an expansion of the mission of the National 

Counterproliferation Center in the FY 2022 IAA to explicitly include foreign biological threats in its 

remit, centralizing this essential IC role in the newly renamed National Counterproliferation and 

Biosecurity Center. 

Third, “pandemics are [but] one example of national security crises that emerge from the massed actions 

of a multitude of people.” To better understand these problems “it is incumbent on the IC to resource and 

empower its agencies to take chances on emerging technologies that can finally deliver reliable, big data-

driven [open-source intelligence] tools.” In this vein, the FY 2021 IAA included a provision directing the 

National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA) to partner with an outside research institution to carry 

out a joint, unclassified geospatial intelligence analysis of the activities of the People’s Republic of China 

that pose risks to the national security interest of the United States, to include indications and warning of 

disease outbreaks with pandemic potential. This will remain a major Committee priority in the coming 

years. 

Fourth, it is critical to optimize integration between and complementary efforts among the intelligence 

and public health communities. Intelligence and public health can – and should – work hand in hand 

during the early weeks of an outbreak to provide policymakers with the most complete picture of what 

they are facing. 

Fifth, it is important to fundamentally shift the IC’s culture when it comes to what are described as “hard” 

and “soft” national security threats. Those threats traditionally labeled as “soft,” including potential 

pandemics, can be just as, or even more, deadly than traditional national security threats, and the IC and 

policymakers alike cannot lose sight of that reality. Health security is national security, and the IC needs 

to shift its cultural and human capital incentive structure accordingly. 

Finally, it is critical to create and fund a sustainable demand for collection on global health security and 

pandemic preparedness. The “cycle of crisis and complacency” must end. 

Already, Director of National Intelligence Avril Haines has made several important changes advocated by 

the Committee, including prioritization of global health security threats. Additionally, the IC has made 

numerous correlating organizational changes, but much more is necessary. It is my hope the IC will 

commit to making the other recommended changes and to working with Congress on those that require 

legislative action.  

 

*** 

 

Oversight work, particularly over the Intelligence Community, is hard work. The staff and Members who 

contributed to this report did so out of the limelight, and through countless hours of interviews, document 

reviews, and persistent requests for more information. All in search of the truth, and in the hope that the 

information uncovered could prevent future lives lost. 

I particularly want to thank Timothy Bergreen, William Evans, Thomas Eager, Jeff Lowenstein, Kelsey 

Lax, Krishna Pathak, Patrick Boland, Jae Jo, and Pat Fallon for their work on this report. I also want to 



 
 

thank our Minority Members and staff who participated in the interviews and document reviews that 

underpin this report.  

Over the last six years, even as we battled over investigations of the former president, the House 

Intelligence Committee always continued to conduct the nonpartisan and bipartisan legislative work 

expected of it, and performed vital oversight of the most opaque corners of the government. 

 

 

 

Chairman Adam B. Schiff 


























































































































